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This paper presents the process and results of a written questionnaire 
administered online to 200 individuals, designed to elicit their perceptions of, 
conceptions about, and attitudes towards language.  The questionnaire was 
based on similar questionnaires presented orally in small groups to European 
pupils in the context of Language Awareness curriculum projects.  The author 
presents respondents' answers to each question, grouped according to major 
patterns and underlying themes in the responses.  Finally, possible questions 
for further research are posed, based on the patterns that emerged in the 
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
 
INTRODUCTION  
During the 2009-2010 academic year, I completed an independent study as 
part of my Masters in Teaching program during which I delved into the world 
of the European Language Awareness movement.  In simple terms, this 
movement is about just what its name implies: nurturing peoples’ awareness 
of language.  I was attracted to this movement because it reflected what I had 
experienced in my own life – the more I had learned about other languages 
and cultures, the more I had been brought face to face with my own mother 
tongue and native culture, and forced to view them in a more objective light 
which would have otherwise been impossible.  This is a central theme in the 
movement, that through exposure to and study of multiple languages, the 
more awareness one develops vis-à-vis his own language and language in 
general.    
As I read more about the movement, I became curious about this 
awareness.  Although many authors have attempted to describe it, it seemed 
to be something quite elusive, the sort of thing about which it can be said that 
a person has it or doesn’t have it, in the way one might say “such-and-such a 
person is quite introspective or not at all introspective”, but beyond that it 
would be difficult to describe in detail.   
After some time, I began to wonder if there were any way this 
awareness might be analysed.  Was it possible to describe it, to say how 
much awareness a person had?  It seemed that this would be a difficult task, 
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because language awareness is not the sort of thing that can easily be 
measured.  Language awareness might in part be described as an ability to 
think objectively about language, and if two people think about something they 
are more than likely bound to arrive at two different conclusions, as in the 
Indian tale of the blind men and the elephant.  Therefore, one cannot rely 
purely on their answers in and of themselves to determine whether these 
people have language awareness; it is rather in the thinking process itself that 
the awareness lies.   
On the other hand, two people might also end up producing the same 
conclusion about linguistic question, but might have arrived at it in two very 
different ways, one through a process of intense objective reflection and 
comparative analysis, and the other by simply repeating a statement that his 
teacher told him is correct.  In this case, although the latter might be said to 
have some amount of language awareness, in that he possesses knowledge 
about language, the former is certainly more sensitive to language, and thus 
in my opinion, would have more language awareness.   
Thus my curiosity about the seemingly difficult task of evaluating 
language awareness was piqued, and I subsequently decided to attempt an 
exploratory study of individuals' awareness of, attitudes towards, and 
conceptions about language.  In searching for past studies on the topic, I 
found two instruments (Belanger, 1995; Bloor, 1986) that were created in 
attempts to evaluate people’s language awareness.  However, these 
questionnaires were designed using an approach different from that which I 
wanted to use.  They asked respondents questions on topics such as writing 
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mechanics, grammar, the etymology of place names, and the meaning of 
abbreviations (Belanger, 1995), and language families and language 
distribution (Bloor, 1986), that for the most part had “right” and “wrong” 
answers.  The objective of both tools seemed to be to determine in a 
somewhat quantitative fashion how much knowledge respondents had about 
language, summed up thus in Bloor: “The questionnaires were analysed in 
terms of the number of errors per question, an error being a failure to answer 
or an answer which was incompatible with a consensus of professional 
linguists.” (Bloor, 1986a: 2) [my italics].  The Bloor questionnaire did have a 
section at the end about attitudes towards language, but even there, 
respondents’ answers seemed destined to be marked correct or incorrect 
depending on their compatibility with linguistic consensus.   
I knew that in my study I wanted to take a different approach, in which I 
did not have the intention to measure or evaluate as correct or incorrect 
respondents’ knowledge in comparison with a standard, but rather to simply 
examine their answers for patterns, in the hopes of finding commonalities 
allowing me to say something along the lines of: “A large number of people 
associate language with geographical regions,” etc.  I think that this approach 
is especially appropriate for certain themes, such as the distinctions between 
dialects and languages, on which there is no clear consensus.  In the end, 
whether a type of speech is considered a dialect rather than a language is 
more dependent on what label people assign to it in general than on the 
opinion of professional linguists. 
 When I read about a questionnaire used by a European program (Ja-
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Ling) to assess language awareness in pupils undergoing a language 
awareness curriculum component, I knew I had stumbled across a tool that 
used an approach I wanted to pursue.  The questionnaire was given to 
children and adolescents, and I wondered whether, if I asked the same 
questions to people of all ages, their answers would differ from those of the 
original respondents.  
 Through the responses I received, I hoped to develop a rudimentary 
picture of the way different groups of people conceptualise language.  
Specifically, I intended to examine: 
 
 how respondents define “language”  
 what they believe makes one language different from another 
 their conceptions about dialects and whether or not they believe 
dialects are derivatives of  languages or rather languages in their own 
right 
 if they believe language is a purely human phenomenon or one that 
exists in other species 
 
I later on decided to also ask respondents their opinion on the use of students’ 
first language in a second language classroom because this is a topic on 
which many people, especially teachers, have strong opinions, and I think 
their responses to it can reveal substantial underlying beliefs about the nature 





The Language Awareness movement, which arose in the UK in the 1970's in 
response to unsatisfactory performance in English classes, had as its goal the 
development of educational approaches designed to foster language 
awareness (LA) in pupils.  LA is a mental condition which can be defined as 
“the ability, no matter how conscious, to view language objectively, that is as a 
phenomenon” (Poldauf, 1995: 3), or “the possession of metacognitions about 
language in general, some bit of language, or a particular language over 
which one already has skilled control and a coherent set of intuitions” (James, 
1996: 140).  This state is attained through conscious, explicit attention to 
language forms, meanings, and uses.  The general label of LA encompasses 
both Knowledge About Language (KAL) (mastery of the standard 
metalinguistic terminology to describe language), as well as Linguistic 
Awareness (LGA) (intuitions and sensitivities about language that are 
declarativised, although not necessarily in standard metalinguistic terms) 
(James, 1996 & 1999). 
 The originators of the LA movement saw the demise of Latin from the 
curriculum as a possible factor in the declining standards in mother-tongue 
education.  Latin class had long served as a venue for pupils to engage in 
activity promoting LA, such as translation, which forces the student to notice 
differences between two languages.  Eric Hawkins, the most prominent figure 
in the Language Awareness movement in the UK, proposed a new subject, 
“Language”, as a bridge between mother-tongue instruction and foreign 
language instruction.  He lamented the fact that MT and FL teachers did not 
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collaborate and felt that “Language” as a subject would afford students the 
chance to make connections between the MT and the FL, thus increasing 
their awareness of both (Hawkins, 1999). 
 Since the advent of the Language Awareness movement, a number of 
programmes have been launched, primarily in Europe, to explore the 
possibilities of incorporating an LA approach in school curricula.  Two of 
these, Evlang (1997-2001)  and Ja-Ling Comenius (2001-2004), funded by 
the Council of Europe, established pilot programs in schools throughout 
Europe.  The projects focused on materials development and evaluation 
(Candelier, 2004).  
 A questionnaire was first developed in the mid-1990s by the project 
Sprachaufmerksamkeit und Sprachbewusstheit bei Kindern und Jugendlichen 
in der mehrsprachigen Gesellschaft [Language awareness in children and 
adolescents in a multilingual society], a precursor to the Evlang project 
conducted in Freiburg, Germany (Oomen-Welke, 2009).  Interviews were first 
conducted with primary-school-age children in groups of around ten.  Their 
answers were subsequently categorized and a semi-directive questionnaire 
was developed.  The questionnaire was administered through spoken 
interviews with groups of three to four pupils at schools, conducted by 
researchers and university students.  There was no random selection of 
participants but the coordinators did not see that as a problem, as they were 
less concerned with quantitative validity as with establishing a picture of 
pupils' thoughts and views on language.  The final sample analysed was 
composed of 138 pupils between 6 and 15, of whom one-third were bi- or 
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plurilingual.  When the interviews were analysed, the researchers found that 
there was overall a higher number of answers per person from the bi- and 
plurilingual students than from the monolingual ones, which led them to 
hypothesise that the plurilingual environment inspired those pupils to take an 
interest in and think about language. 
 There were nine “bundles” of questions, in each one of which was a 
main question and a set of subordinate questions to be used in case the 
pupils did not answer a main question.  The nine categories were: 
 
1. languages in the world 
2. language and dialect 
3. languages other than that of the school/the country of residence 
4. secret codes 
5. the language of babies 
6. the language of animals 
7. how languages are learnt (mother tongue(s), second languages and 
foreign languages) 
8. the structure of languages (words, grammar, phonology, semantics, 
etc.) 
9. interest in languages, suggestions made by children about the 
research they would conduct if they were language researchers. 
(Oomen-Welke in Candelier, 2004: 176) 
 
In 2001, the Ja-Ling Comenius partners decided to modify the questionnaire 
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in order to use it as an instrument to evaluate the thoughts and views about 
language of pupils throughout Europe.  The coordinators wanted to conduct 
this research with less expenditure of time and less demanding methodology, 
so they reduced the questionnaire to seven questions.  The questionnaire was 
administered either in writing or orally to pupils in six countries by the 
classroom teachers themselves with the assistance of researchers.  The 
researchers then collated the data.   
 The researchers recognized several issues that potentially affected the 
validity of the results.  For example, the questionnaires presented in written 
and in oral fashion were analysed together rather than separately, and some 
questions were asked differently or not all in certain cases.  Also, the ages 
and language backgrounds of the students were not controlled.  While this 
prevented a quantitative/comparative analysis, it did allow the research team 
to identify a “spectrum of thoughts and views on languages and the theoretical 
constructions that concern them” (Candelier, 2004: 178). 
 The Freiburg and Ja-Ling studies served two purposes: they painted a 
picture of the way children and adolescents in Europe think about language, 
and they demonstrated that attitudes towards language and towards the 
unfamiliar can change through exposure to language awareness activities.  
They contributed both to the spirit and the body of my project; they presented 
me with an approach to evaluating language awareness on one hand, and a 
questionnaire structure and example questions to build my questionnaire on.
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DESCRIPTION OF STUDY 
 
In this section I will describe the aims and objectives and methodology of my 
study, as well as provide a description of the sample. 
 
A IMS AND OBJECTIVES  
Originally, I was specifically interested in acquiring responses from teachers.  I 
believe that a Language Awareness approach presents great potential for use 
in an ESL context; however, for a teacher to conduct a class in which LA is 
nurtured in the learners, the teacher him/herself must have a certain amount 
of LA to begin with.  This can be described as “the knowledge […] of the 
underlying systems of language that enables [teachers] to teach effectively” 
(Thornbury, 1997; cited in Svalberg, 2007).  This includes on one hand KAL, 
and on the other hand, the ability to engage in reflection “on their knowledge 
and on underlying systems” (Andrews, 2001 & 2006; cited in Svalberg, 2007). 
 I subsequently decided to include both teachers and non-teachers in 
my study, and defined my objective thus: 
“I intend this project to be an exploratory study of teachers' and non-
teachers’ awareness of, conceptions about, and attitudes towards language 
as a human phenomenon.  I hope to detect some preliminary trends that 
might form the foundation of further, more rigorously controlled research.  I 
hope to find similarities and differences between ESL teachers, EFL teachers, 
teachers of English (Language Arts) to native English speakers, teachers of 
other languages, teachers of other (non-language-related) subjects, non-
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teachers, monolinguals, and multilinguals.  I will also look for trends based on 
level and type of education.” 
 
METHODOLOGY  
I set about writing my questionnaire, basing my questions for the most part on 
those used in the Freiburg project and Ja-Ling Comenius.  After creating a list 
of dozens of possible questions, I whittled them down to the following seven:   
 
1. What languages have you heard of? 
2. Do you know of any dialects? What are they called? 
3. Are those dialects languages? Why or why not? 
4. What is language? 
5. What makes languages different from one another? 
6. Do animals have a language? Why/why not? If so, how is it different 
from human language?    
7. Do you think people should be allowed to use their first language in 
a second/foreign language class? Why/why not? 
 
I designed the survey in July 2010, and then performed a pilot test with 10 
people, after which I changed the wording of some of the questions.  I decided 
to administer the questionnaire online through the a website dedicated to 
survey design and management, www.surveymonkey.com, so that I would be 
able to access a large number of people throughout the world in a short 
amount of time. 
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 I aimed to obtain a sample of 50-100 completed questionnaires from a 
mix of teachers of various subjects as well as from non-teachers, and from 
people in a large number of locations throughout the world with as much 
diversity as possible in mother tongue, age, gender, educational background, 
and occupation.  I created versions of the questionnaire in French and 
German in order to acquire responses from non-English-speaking 
respondents. 
I contacted everyone in my social network and sent the link to several 
listservs, including the applied linguistics group of TESOL, the National 
Association for Multicultural Education, SABES (an organisation for educators 
in the field of adult basic education in the Boston area), and members of the 
organisation African-American Linguists.  
I had received 200 responses by the middle of August 2010, well 
beyond the number I had hoped for, and decided to begin analysing the 
results at that point.  However, I left the questionnaire online and by 
September I had received 550 responses.  I intend to continue analysing all 
the responses in the future.   
 After receiving the responses, I began to code the data.  I used a 
grounded approach, as described in Freeman (1998), consisting of the 
following four stages: 
 
1. Naming themes and concepts using keywords 
2. Grouping the key words into clusters and naming the clusters to 
identify categories, while identifying outliers 
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3. Finding patterns, relationships and themes among the data 
4. Displaying the connections in a visual manner 
 
As this is a grounded approach, I was not able to identify in advance which 
patterns I would be looking for, and so I proceeded in the hope that the 
patterns would arise from the data itself. 
 I made significant use of Microsoft Excel in my analysis of the data, 
using the software for such things as counting the frequency of particular 
responses, attaching codes to responses and tallying those codes, and 
identifying correlations between certain respondent attributes and certain 
responses.  I then used Microsoft Word to create visual representations of the 
data. 
 
DESCRIPTION OF SAMPLE  
I asked respondents for the following demographic information: their current 
place of residence, place of origin, gender, age, highest level of education 
completed, major/specialization during education, occupation (if a teacher 
then also subject area taught), mother tongue, and the number of and names 
of second languages they had been exposed to. 
 
Place of residence 
Of the 200 respondents included in the sample, the majority, about two-thirds, 
live in North America.  I attribute this to the fact that many of the people who 
received the questionnaire invitation are members of North American 
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professional organisations.  Just under a quarter live in Europe, due to my 
personal connections from studying and working there.  Respondents from 
Asia, Africa, South America, and Oceania together made up 11.0% of the 
sample.  Figure 1 presents respondents’ current place of residence by 
continent:    
 
Figure 1: Respondents' place of residence 
 
The top six countries in which respondents currently live (with at least 3.0% of 
respondents each) are: the United States, Germany, the United Kingdom, 
Spain, France, and Canada, accounting for 82.0% of the sample.  Altogether, 
32 countries were mentioned as current places of residence (for all countries, 
see Table 1 in the appendix). 
 
Place of origin 
























America or in Europe.  Of the rest, 10.5% grew up in Asia, Africa, or South 
America, and 1.5% reported having grown up in multiple places.  Figure 2 
presents respondents’ place of origin by continent: 
 
Figure 2: Respondents' place of origin 
 
The top six countries where respondents grew up (with at least 3.0% of 
respondents each) are: the United States, Germany, the United Kingdom, 
Canada, Spain, and France.  These six countries account for 80.0% of the 
sample.  Twenty-eight percent of respondents reported that they grew up in a 
country other than the one in which they currently live.  Altogether, 33 
countries were mentioned as places where respondents grew up (see Table 2 

























Gender and age 
There was a conspicuous imbalance in the gender of respondents; 78.5% of 
respondents were female while 21.5% were male.  I believe this disparity is 
due in part to the fact that many of the respondents were in the field of 
education, which tends to be dominated by women.  Because of the nature of 
my distribution of the invitations (by listservs), I have no way of knowing the 
composition nor the size of the population that received the invitation, and 
thus cannot determine if this had an effect on the gender disparity in the 
sample.  It may be that more women than men received the invitation, or that 
more women chose to respond to the invitation.  This may constitute a flaw in 
the research methodology.   
Figure 3 displays the sample broken up by gender: 
 











I asked respondents to report their age by choosing an age bracket of five 
years.  The range of ages for survey respondents was from 10-14 to 80-84.  
The median age bracket was 30-34.  The largest two age brackets were 25-
29 with 27.5% of respondents, and 30-34 with 17.0%.  There were few 
respondents under twenty (2.0%) and few over 70 (3.5%), but otherwise 
respondents were relatively evenly distributed, with each age bracket having 
between 4.5% and 9.0% of respondents (see Table 4 for complete 
breakdown).  Figure 4 displays respondents’ ages: 
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People with advanced university degrees were heavily represented in the 
sample.  More than 64.0% had studied beyond the undergraduate level, and 
97.5% had spent at least some time at university (see Table 5 for complete 
breakdown).  I believe that the substantial representation of highly educated 
people is due to the fact that most respondents received an invitation through 
professional networking channels.  Figure 5 presents the educational level of 
the sample: 
 
Figure 5: Respondents' highest level of education 
 
Respondents were asked to report the subject they majored or specialised in 
during their education.  As many of the respondents reported multiple 
specialisations, these numbers do not add up to 100.0%.  The field of 
High school 

























languages was heavily represented, with 40.5% of respondents reporting a 
major in this field.  This includes foreign languages, TESOL, 
translating/interpreting, applied linguistics, and linguistics.  Respondents 
mentioned specialising in the following languages (both as foreign languages 
and as mother tongues): English, Spanish, French, German, Catalan, Italian, 
Russian, and Welsh.  As for the respondents who did not major in the field of 
language, the most common majors (with at least 6.0% of respondents each) 
were: education, the social sciences, business, communication/journalism and 
psychology (for a complete list of majors, see Table 6).  Figure 6 presents the 
majors related to language as well as the most common majors not in the field 
of language: 
 

























Surprisingly, the sample presented an almost equal proportion of teachers 
and non-teachers.  Figure 7 presents the ratio of teachers to non-teachers: 
 
Figure 7: Teachers vs. non-teachers 
 
 
Teachers composed 51.5% of the sample, and 44.0% of the total sample 
reported teaching a subject in the field of language, including English as a 
second language, English as a foreign language, English language and 
literature for native speakers, ESOL teacher-training, translating/interpreting, 
and languages other than English (Catalan, Chinese, Finnish, French, 
German, Hebrew, Portuguese, Russian, Spanish, and Welsh).  Subjects 
outside of the field of language included primary school, mathematics, 
education, social sciences, and natural sciences. 









was students, followed by those working in administration, 
translating/interpreting, social services, and health care.  For a complete list of 
occupations, see Table 8.  Figure 8 presents teachers compared to the most 
common non-teaching occupations: 
 




Respondents were asked to provide their mother tongue/first language.  In all, 























Language teachers Non-language teachers Non-teachers
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In all, 183 respondents (91.5%) had a European language as their mother 
tongue, while 12 respondents (6.0%) had a non-European language. 
. 
Second languages 
I asked respondents to report any languages other than their mother tongue 
to which they had “long term exposure”.  This term was purposely vague and 
allowed respondents to gauge their own level of exposure and competence in 
those languages.  Although this might have been a flaw in the methodology, I 
believe it still allowed me to distinguish between those with relatively less 
versus relatively more exposure to different languages.   
 All in all, the sample was composed of people relatively well-exposed 
to languages.  Only 13.0% reported no exposure to a second language, and 
over two-thirds had exposure to two or more second languages.  Figure 10 
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Figure 10: No. of second languages per respondent 
 
 
Figure 11 (on the following page) displays respondents’ second languages. 
All of the top five second languages mentioned by respondents (Spanish, 
French, English, German, and Italian) are European languages from the Indo-
European language family, but there is a great diversity in languages 
mentioned by single respondents.  Once again, these numbers do not add up 









No second languages (26 respondents)
One second language (44 respondents)
Two second languages (54 respondents)
Three second languages (33 respondents)
Four second languages (19 respondents)
Five or more second languages (24
respondents)
0.0% 5.0% 10.0% 15.0% 20.0% 25.0% 30.0%
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-Four respondents (2.0%) each mentioned: Czech, Greek, Korean, and Swedish. 
 
-Three respondents (1.5%) each mentioned: “Creole”, Malay, and Yiddish  
 
-Two respondents (1.0%) each mentioned: Afrikaans, Amharic, Catalan, Finnish, 
Polish, Swahili, and Welsh. 
 
-One respondent (0.5%) each mentioned: Athabascan, Basque, Danish, 
Esperanto, Guarani, Hausa, Hindi, Icelandic, Indonesian, Irish, Javanese, 
Kikuyu, Luo, Mauritian, Nepali, Norwegian, Pashtun, Quechua, “Reunion 
Island Language”, Sanskrit, Sepedi, Sign Language, Somali, Soto, Sousou, 
Tagalog, Thai, Turkish, Ukrainian, Urdu, Vietnamese, Yoruba, and Zulu 
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ANALYSIS OF DATA AND DISCUSSION1 
 
After collecting the responses and using Microsoft Excel to assign them 
codes, I looked for patterns in the data, and grouped the codes into larger 
categories.  I then performed cross-tabulations to look for patterns between 
respondent attributes and responses.  I created visuals in mind-map fashion 
to present the categories for each question in a more comprehensible 
manner.  For each question, I have displayed the visuals and then given a 
summary of the responses. 
 
  
                                            
1 Notes:  
a. All percentages have been rounded to the nearest half-percent. 
b. All quoted responses from respondents have been left exactly as written by 




QUESTION 1:  WHAT LANGUAGES HAVE Y OU HEARD OF?   L IST THE FIRST 
LANGUAGES YOU THINK OF,  UP TO TEN .  
In the Ja-Ling study, although the children tended to name the official 
language of their countries first, there were many exceptions and in fact many 
children did not name the language of their country at all.  The authors 
conjectured that people's first languages are such an everyday part of their 
lives that they do not think to include their L1 as one of the languages they are 
aware of. The authors also found it notable that the second most mentioned 
language in all the countries was English.  Another observation was that the 
children tended to think of languages as directly associated with countries or 
continents, evidenced by such responses as “American”, “African”, “Brazilian”, 
and “Indian” (Candelier, 2004; Oomen-Welke, 2009). 
 In my questionnaire, respondents mentioned twenty-nine languages as 
the first language they thought of.  The most common languages to be 
mentioned first were English, French, and Spanish.  These three languages 
accounted for over two-thirds of the responses for first language thought of.  
Of the languages mentioned first, European languages accounted for 90.0%, 
while Non-European languages accounted for 10.0%. 











Altogether, respondents named one hundred thirty-nine languages.  They are 

















-Languages mentioned first by two respondents (1.0%) each: Aramaic, Bulgarian, 
Chinese, Malagasy, and Swahili 
 
-Languages mentioned first by one respondent (0.5%) each: Czech, Danish, 
Dutch, Farsi, Greek, Icelandic, Irish, Latin, Portuguese, Quechua, Russian, 
Somali, Tagalog, Ukranian, Urdu, Vietnamese, and Welsh 
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 French (180 respondents)   







































-Languages mentioned by 20-29 respondents each: Dutch, Hindi, 
“Creoles”/”Patois”, Swedish, Farsi, Hebrew, Korean 
 
-Languages mentioned by 10-19 respondents each: Malagasy, Urdu, Vietnamese, 
Tagalog, Danish, Turkish, Norwegian, Ukrainian, Catalan, Czech, Finnish, 
Romanian 
 
-Languages mentioned by 5-9 respondents each: Afrikaans, Gaelic, Th i, 
Bulgarian, Welsh, Malay, Quechua, Serbo-Croatian, Yiddish, Icelandic, 
Punjabi, Sign Language, Somali 
 
-Languages mentioned by 4 respondents each: Amharic, Bengali, Hausa, 
Indonesian, Navajo, Slovak, Tamil, Zulu 
 
-Languages mentioned by 3 respondents each: Albanian, Aymara, Basque, 
Cambodian, Flemish, Gujarati, Hmong, Hungarian, Irish, Karen, Laotian, 
Nahuatl, Sanskrit, Slovenian, Wolof 
 
-Languages mentioned by 2 respondents each: Aramaic, Burmese, “Bantu 
languages”, “Celtic”, Esperanto, Guarani, Hopi, Lithuanian, Nepali, 
Pashtu, Xhosa 
 
-Languages mentioned by 1 respondent each: Armenian, Bambara, Breton, 
Calchikiel, Croatian, Erde, Fijian, Filipino, Greenlandic, Ibo, Ilocano, Inuit, 
Javanese, Kannada, Karundi, Khmer, Kikuyu, Latvian, Luhyia, Lun Bawang, 
Luo, Macedonian, Malinke, Maltese, Maori, Malayalam, Mayan, Mixteco, 
Mon, Ndebele, Nubian, Nushu, Occitan, Ojibwa, Oromo, Otomi, 
Papiamento, Pular, Quiche, Reunion-Island-Language, Rwanda, Samoan, 
Sepedi, Sesotho, Shona, Singhalese, Sumerian, Surabaya, Taiwanese, 




I was surprised by the number of respondents who mentioned French (90.0%) 
and Spanish (86.0%) – I had expected that these languages would be 
mentioned by many respondents, but these percentages seem quite high.  
Looking at the top ten languages mentioned (French, Spanish, English, 
German, Chinese, Italian, Russian, Portuguese, Japanese, and Arabic), it is 
notable that seven are national European languages from the Indo-European 
family.  The other three are Asian, from the Sino-Tibetan, Japonic, and Afro-
Asiatic families.  Seven have more than one hundred million native speakers, 
and the other three have more than sixty million. 
 Of the next ten (Swahili, Polish, Greek, Latin, Dutch, Hindi, “Creoles”, 
Swedish, Farsi, and Hebrew), seven are Indo-European languages and the 
number of native speakers of each of the ten range from five million to one 
hundred eighty million.  All in all, the majority of the most often mentioned 
languages were either Indo-European languages from Europe, or non-
European languages with considerably large numbers of native speakers.  
There was a large number of non-European languages with modest amounts 
of native speakers mentioned by single respondents.  For a complete list of 
languages mentioned, please see Table 13 in the appendix. 
 My respondents displayed the same trend as the Ja-Ling respondents, 
slightly over half mentioning their own mother tongue first, and a sizable 
number mentioning English.  Of all respondents who were not native English 
speakers, 33.0% mentioned English as the first language they thought of.  
Figure 14 displays the percentage of respondents who mentioned their own 
mother tongue as the first language they thought of, given as a percentage of 
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total native speakers of the particular language: 
 
Figure 14: Respondents who mentioned their mother tongue as the first language they 
thought of, given as percentage of total respondents 
 
  
Among the native English speaking respondents, the most common 
languages mentioned first, other than English, were Spanish, French, and 
Arabic.  English was the language mentioned first most often, other than the 





























QUESTION 2:  DO YOU KNOW OF ANY DI ALECTS?  WHAT ARE THEY 
CALLED?   
Respondents cited 185 different language varieties in response to the above 
question.  Not surprisingly, there was a mix of responses ranging from 
linguistic systems generally regarded as “dialects” of a larger “language” to 
linguistic systems generally regarded as languages in their own right, and 
many cases on which there is no clear consensus.  Just under a third (31.0%) 
of respondents gave a dialect from their own language as the first dialect they 
mentioned, while 64.5% gave a dialect from a different language.  See Table 
15 for a list of all the dialects mentioned. 
  I grouped the dialects mentioned according to the “standard language” 
that they correspond to, if there was one: 
 
English dialects 
The largest number of responses (114) referred to linguistic varieties 
associated with the “English language”.  There were 41 such “dialects” 
mentioned.  The most frequently mentioned were “African-American 
Vernacular”, “Southern US”, “Cockney”, “British”, “American”/“United States”, 
and “Australian”.  Of all the dialects, African American Vernacular had the 
most variety in respondents' names for it.  Respondents called it “Ebonics”, 
“African American English”, “Black English”, “Black Standard English”, “Black 
English Vernacular”, and “Black American English”.  Figure 15 displays all the 












Twenty-two of the dialects of English mentioned were associated with a 
geographical unit at the sub-national level (city or region), e.g. “Boston”, 
“Mancunian”, and “Glaswegian”.  Nine of the English dialects were associated 
with a national or supranational entity, e.g. “Australian”, “Irish”, and “Nigerian”.  
Four had social or functional associations rather than geographical, e.g. 














0.0% 2.0% 4.0% 6.0% 8.0% 10.0% 12.0%
African-American Vernacular (20…
Southern [US] (14 respondents)




Boston [US] (4 respondents)
Gullah [Georgia Sea Isles, US] (4…
Mancunian [Manchester, UK] (4…
Midwestern [US] (4 respondents)
Scots [UK] (4 respondents)
Scouse [Liverpool, UK] (3 respondents)
 
-English dialects mentioned by two respondents (1.0%) each: Glaswegian 
[Glasgow, UK], New York [US], Received Pronunciation [UK] 
 
-English dialects mentioned by one respondent (0.5%) each: Appalachian [US], 
Brooklyn [US], Brummie [Birmingham, UK], Buckley [UK], Caribbean, 
Geordie [Newcastle, UK], Inland, Irish, Jamaican, King’s English, Kiwi, 
Nigerian, North Jersey [US], North Wales [UK], Outer Banks[North Carolina, 
US], Potteries [Stoke-on-Trent, UK], Redneck [US], Singaporean, South 




There were 47 references to varieties associated with the “German language”.  
There were 15 such “dialects” mentioned.  The most frequent were “Bavarian”, 
“Swabian”, “Swiss”, and “Low German”.  Figure 16 presents all the German 
dialects mentioned by respondents: 
 





Of all the German dialects, 11 were associated with a sub-national geographic 
unit, e.g. “Alsatian” and “Hessian”, 2 were associated with a national entity 
(“Swiss” and “Austrian”), and one had a social/functional rather than 



















High German (2 respondents)
 
-German dialects mentioned by one respondent (0.5%) each: Alemannic, 




There were 39 references to varieties associated with the “Malagasy 
language”.  This surprisingly high frequency of references to Malagasy is 
explained by the fact that a number of questionnaire respondents were 
colleagues and acquaintances of mine from Peace Corps service in 
Madagascar, including  American, Malagasy, and French people.  There were 
12 Malagasy “dialects” mentioned.  The most frequent were “Betsimisaraka”, 
“Sakalava”, and “Merina”.  Figure 17 displays all the Malagasy dialects 
mentioned by respondents: 
 





Eleven refer to dialects associated with a sub-national geographical unit 
(region) as well as tribal groups who come from those regions, while one 















-Malagasy dialects mentioned by one respondent (0.5%) each: Antanosy, 




There were 36 references to varieties associated with the “Chinese 
language”.  The eight “dialects” mentioned, in order of frequency, were 
“Cantonese”, “Mandarin”, “Hokkien”, “Fujian”, “Fukien”, “Hakka”, 
“Shanghainese”, and “Singaporean”.  Figure 18 displays the Chinese dialects 
mentioned by respondents: 
Figure 18: Chinese dialects mentioned by respondents 
 
 
These are all associated with a geographical region, although Mandarin also 






















There were 25 references to varieties associated with the “Spanish language”.  
Of the 15 “dialects” mentioned, the most frequent were “Andalusian”, 
“Argentinian”, “Castilian”, “Mexican”, and “Puerto Rican”.  Figure 19 displays 
all the Spanish dialects mentioned by respondents:  
 





Five of the dialects were associated with a geographical unit at the sub-
national level (city or region), e.g. “Northern Mexican” and “Andalusian”.  Nine 
of the Spanish dialects were associated with a national or supranational entity, 
e.g. “Colombian”, “Cuban”, and “Dominican”.  One had a social or functional 












Puerto Rican (2 respondents)
 
-Spanish dialects mentioned by one respondent each: Asturian, Caribbean, 
Colombian, Cuban, Dominican, European, Latin American, Lunfardo, 




There were 15 references to varieties associated with the “French language”.  
The four “dialects” mentioned, in order of frequency, were “Cajun” (3.0% of 
respondents), “Canadian” (2.0%), “Quebecois” (2.0%), and “Patois-
Charentais” (0.5%).  Three of these (“Cajun”, “Quebecois”, and “Patois-
Charentais” are associated with a sub-national geographic unit, while one 
(“Canadian”) is associated with a national entity. 
 
Catalan dialects 
There were 15 references to varieties associated with the “Catalan language”.  
The five “dialects” mentioned, in order of frequency, were “Valencian” (3.0% of 
respondents), “Mallorcan” (2.0%), “Eivissenc” (2.0%), “Lleidata” (0.5%), and 
“Minorcan” (0.5%).  All of these associated with a sub-national geographic 
unit. 
 
Dialects of other languages 
There were 13 references to Arabic dialects, mostly associated with national 
entities (e.g. “Lebanese”, “Egyptian”, “Moroccan”), seven  references to two 
varieties of Dutch (“Flemish” and “Frisian”), both associated with sub-national 
entities, two references to Luhyia dialects, and two references to Ukrainian 
dialects.  There was one  reference each to dialects of Bulgarian, Czech, 
Finnish, Greek, Indonesian, Japanese, Korean, Mayan, Turkish, Welsh, and 
Yoruba.   










Responses referring to varieties generally classified as languages 
There were 57 responses referring to linguistic varieties that are generally 
considered languages in their own right.  This list is certainly subjective, and I 
am basing my designation of these varieties as languages on a cursory 
search on www.ethnologue.com.  The most common among the 34 
“languages” considered “dialects” by respondents were “Catalan”, “Sicilian”, 
“Galician”, “Maya”, and “Mixtec”, followed by “Asturian”, “Basque”, “Breton”, 
“Ladino”, “Nahuatl”, “Quechua”, and “Urdu”.  Figure 21 presents the varieties 
mentioned by respondents as dialects, that might be considered languages in 













-There was one occurrence each for dialects of the following languages: 
Bulgarian, Czech, Finnish, Greek, Indonesian, Japanese, Korean, Mayan, 
Turkish, Welsh, and Yoruba 
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their own right: 
 






An interesting observation that I made here is that eight of the top twelve are 
spoken in predominantly Spanish-speaking countries (Catalan, Galician, 
Asturian, and Basque in Spain; Maya, Mixtec, and Nahuatl in Mexico/Central 
America; Quechua in the Andes).  I believe that this phenomenon is due to the 
fact that, in Spanish, the word “dialecto” is often used by non-linguists to refer 
to minority languages in predominantly Spanish-speaking countries.  It is 
interesting that Ladino also appeared here, as it is descended from an older 
version of today's Spanish.  “Sicilian”, “Neapolitan” and “Tarantino” which were 
also mentioned as dialects by respondents, are considered by some to be 



























-Languages mentioned as dialects by one respondent (0.5%) each: Cebuano, 
Chibcha, English, Gaelic, Hiligaynon, Kannada, Kaqchikel, Khmer, 
Macedonian, Mam, Manx, Neapolitan, Pashto, Quiche, Russian, Swahili, 
Tagalog, Tamil, Tarantino, Tarascan, Zapotec 
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Italian government.  Urdu, while meeting the criterion of mutual 
comprehensibility with Hindi, is regarded by those who speak it as a separate 
language for cultural and historical reasons. 
 
Creoles  
There were 38 references to creoles/patois/pidgins.  The nine creoles 
mentioned, in order of frequency, were “Patois”, “Haitian Creole”, “Cape 
Verdean Creole”, “French Creole”, “Pidgin English”, “English Creole”, 
“Louisiana Creole”, “Mauritian Creole”, and “Reunion Island Creole”.  In many 
cases, it was difficult to know which creole in particular a respondent was 
referring to, so I put them all together into one grouping.  Figure 22 displays 
the creoles, patois, and pidgins mentioned by respondents: 









0.0% 1.0% 2.0% 3.0% 4.0% 5.0% 6.0%
Patois  (10 respondents)
Haitian Creole (9 respondents)
Cape Verdean Creole (2 respondents)
French Creole (2 respondents)
Pidgin English (2 respondents)
 
-Creoles mentioned by one respondent (0.5%) each: English Creole, Louisiana 
Creole, Mauritian Creole, Réunionnais 
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QUESTION 3:  ARE THOSE DIALECTS LANGUAGES?  WHY/WHY NOT? 
In the Ja-Ling study, it was noted that the respondents displayed a tendency 
to correlate languages very strongly with territories.  Therefore, local and 
minority language varieties were often not given the same status as the 
official language of the country.  Some interesting examples of the pupils' 
responses: 
 
“They took the words from [Language X] and changed them” (Candelier, 
2004: 181).  This indicates the primacy of the official language and implies 
that it came first, and that speakers of the dialect somehow altered the 
language to produce the dialect. 
 
“All ethnic groups have to have a language” (Candelier, 2004: 181).  Here it is 
evident that the respondent is making a one-to-one correlation between 
language and ethnicity, rather than between language and a political entity. 
 
In the Freiburg study, there was a tendency noted for pupils to make value 
judgments about dialects, both positive judgments towards their own 
language variety, and slightly negative ones towards other varieties.  There 
were also instances of the pupils making morpho-phonological comparisons 
between different language varieties (Oomen-Welke, 2009). 
 In my study, there was a roughly equal number of respondents who 
thought that the dialects they had mentioned were languages (39.0%) and 
who that they were not languages (38.0%).  Fifteen percent said that some 
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might be languages and some might not, and three percent said they did not 
know.  Figure 23 displays the responses: 
 
Figure 23: “Are the dialects you mentioned languages?” 
 
 
I found that in answering the question above, respondents touched upon 
many issues that could be categorised into several conceptual groupings: the 
elements of language, the functions of language, sociological issues, the 
relationship between dialects and languages, the use of language in/by 
institutions, and the degree of distinction between languages.  These 
groupings are represented in Figure 24, on the following page. 
 




















Elements of language 
Respondents made fifty-nine references to the elements that make up 
language in determining whether the dialects counted as languages.   
Thirteen of these were phonological in nature, including references to 
“accents”, “sounds”, “pronunciation”, “speaking”, and “phonetics”:  
“Mandarin and Cantonese write exactly the same, but the 
pronunciation is completely different with different specific 
sounds” 
 
There were 17 references to lexis or vocabulary, such as: 
“[...] they use the same words as English but in different ways.” 
“They contain regional peculiarities in vocab […]”  
“They use slightly modified vocabulary/grammar.” 
“[It has] only a few words that are really unique.” 
“The Italian language has dialects wherein regions have distinctly 
differing words for the same thing.” 
“[…] they do use unique words that only belong to that dialect.” 
 
There were 19 references to syntax or rules, such as: 
“I consider that it is a dialect because it hasn´t got its own grammar.” 
“yes, because they have their own grammar rules and syntax” 
“they do not have any specific structure which is mostly borrowed from 
french.” 
“[They] adhere to most rules of English.” 
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“[They] differentiate through altered grammar and word use.” 
 
There were 8 references to writing or orthography, or to the differences 
between speaking and writing, such as: 
“ […] they are not the official written language (of Mandarin) in China” 
“Wuhan-Wa is a form of Manderin Chinese which (spoken) is a 
different lanuguage from Putanqua (but identical in written form)” 
“Those are languages because those can be written.” 
 
Function 
Respondents made 44 references to language functions.  This includes 17 
references to “communication”, and 27 references to mutual comprehensibility 
between two linguistic forms.  This theme (a language is something that is 
used for communication and that is not understood by speakers of other 
languages) was perhaps the most common rationale throughout this question 
and the following two questions.  Some examples: 
“I think of language as something that helps one communicate” 
“Language is a means for communication.” 
“If it's spoken communication, isn't it a language?” 
“People understand standard English even if they speak those dialects” 
“ […] they have enough differences between Traditional Malagasy that 
they can be understood by some and not others.” 
“teachers of classical Arabic (who are not local) claim that they find the 
local variety unintelligible.” 
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“[they] are somewhat comprehensible by speakers of the main 
language they stem from” 
 
Sociological issues 
Respondents made 28 references to various sociological themes relating to 
language.  This includes references to a language being associated with a 
region or geographic area, references to a particular population, community, 
or group who speaks the language, references to the adage that a language 
is nothing but a dialect with an army, claims that the status of a language 
should be determined by the speakers of that language themselves, 
references to themes of social power, and references to social class, 
colonisation, culture, language as speakers' identity unique from a dominant 
group, and politics: 
“Issues of asymmetrical relationships of power designate these 
varieties/dialects into 'non-languages.'”  
“Yes, they are languages.  A language is a dialect with an army behind 
it.” 
“The victors have languages, the vanquished, dialects. lol” 
“Dialects often come from certain regions or certain cultural groups.” 
“a dialect can be considered a language but generally is not because it 
is regional and only spoken/understood by a select number of 
people in a select area.” 




“Yes they are considered languages to those who speak it. This is 
because it may be their native tounge” 
 
Relationship between dialects and languages 
Respondents made 35 references to how dialects and languages are related.  
Most interesting for me were the 17 references to a dialect being “derived” 
from a language, an “adjusted” form of a language, “based on” a language, or 
an “offshoot” of a language.  These statements clearly reveal the 
conceptualisation of dialects originating chronologically after and being 
descended from their “parent” languages.  Also interesting are the apparent 
allusions to trees, both family trees (“parent language”) and botanical ones 
(“offshoot”, “sprout”, and “stem”): 
“They are based on a main-language” 
“ [They are] derived from a major language” 
“ […] they derive so heavily from their 'parent' language.” 
“They are offshoots of major languages” 
“They are dialects as long as they came from languages” 
“it sprouted from the german spoken in germany” 
“No, because they stem from the same language” 
“they're derivatives of a more major language” 
 
Respondents used a variety of terms to refer to dialects, calling them: 




“Not languages but sub-groups within languages.”   
“No, because they are variations on a language... a subset of a 
language” 
“Pontian is a hybrid of modern Greek, ancient Greek with words in 
Turkish included.” 
 
Use of language in/by institutions 
Respondents made 29 references to institutions, including references to 
languages given “official status” or “recognition” by a government or other 
body, to written grammars produced by academies, to an “established 
standard” or “norm”, and to the use of the language in schools: 
“Alemannic and Low German are dialects, they never were declared as 
official langauges” 
“ […] they are variations on the language that has been accepted as 
Official Malagasy.” 
“Yes, these dialects are languages of minority speakers.They are 
recognized in their contries undeer the constitution and under 
the language rights according to the United Nations 
Organization.” 
“Yes, but they have not been adopted by a country as an official 
language.” 
“yes they have made ebonics another language, so I've heard” 
 
I found the last quote especially interesting, as it implies that languages can 
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be “made” (and perhaps un-made) overnight. 
 
Degree of distinctness between languages 
Respondents made 29 references to the distinctions between given linguistic 
systems while deciding whether to classify them as full-blown languages.  
This includes instances of the words “variation” and “variety”, the claim that a 
particular language must be distinct from other languages in order to be 
considered a language, and references to the degree of difference between 
two different linguistic systems. 
“they are variant forms of languages but the degree of difference is 
not enough for them to be distinct languages.” 
“Not distinct enough from the other forms of the main language to 
become their own language.” 
“Yes [they are languages,] because they are distinct and unique and 
have developed independently” 
“They are dialects as long as they came from languages and only 
present some little variations” 
“Dialects are not varied enough from each other or what is considered 




One person made the broad statement, “All dialects are languages.”  There 
were several instances of possible value judgments on the part of 
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respondents towards the dialects, such as the words “correct” and “incorrect”, 
and the following statements:  
“Southern American English is a bastardization of the English language 
- not a separate language.” 
“They [the dialects] contain regional peculiarities in vocab and 
pronunciation” 
 
One interesting point here is that the dialects referred to in a derogatory 
fashion in these cases were not necessarily “other people’s” dialects, a trend 





QUESTION 4:  WHAT IS LANGUAGE?   
This question did not appear in the results from the Ja-Ling study but I decided 
to use it in my own survey to see how the participants generally define the 
nature of language and the way that it is used.  Respondents answers tended 
to take a form along the lines of: 
 
Language is a _____ kind of _____, made of _____ arranged in _____ used 




Language is a spoken kind of system, made of symbols arranged in patterns 
used to express one's thoughts.  It is utilised by people and related 
to/influenced by culture. 
 
I was thus able to categorise the responses based on the question they 
seemed to address, leading to the following eight questions: 
 
a. What form does language take? 
b. What sort of a thing is language? 
c. What is language made of? 
d. How are the elements of language put together? 
e. What is language used for? 
f. What does language convey? 
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g. Who uses language? 
h. What is language related to? / What influences language? 
 
Figure 25, on the following page, displays the responses grouped according to 






a. In the first group of responses, answering “What form does language 
take?”, 59 respondents said that language is “spoken”, “verbal”, or “oral”, 25 
respondents said that language is “written”, and 24 said that language is “non-
verbal”.   
 
b. In this group, answering “What sort of thing is language a kind of?”, 30 
respondents said language is a “way”, 29 said “system”, 27 said “means”, 18 
said “form”, and 13 said “code”. Other respondents described language as a 
kind of “set”, “tool”, “medium”, “collection”, “device”, “organization”, “ability”, 
“association”, “matrix”, “method”, “mode”, or “vehicle”.  
 
c. Twenty-six respondents stated that language is made of “words”, 21 
respondents said that language is made of “sounds”, 15 respondents each 
said that language is made of “signs” and “symbols”, and one respondent 
each said that language is made of “written units” and “orthography”. 
 
d. Some respondents commented on the way that language is arranged.  
Eleven respondents said that language is arranged in “rules”, nine 
respondents said “grammar”, eight respondents said “structure”, five 
respondents said “syntax”, two respondents said “pattern”, two respondents 
said “standards”, two respondents said “series”, and one respondent said 
language is arranged in a “sequence”. 
 
e. When describing the uses of language, an overwhelming majority of the 
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respondents, 155, stated that language is used to “communicate”.  Nineteen 
respondents said that language is used to “express”, eight said it is used to 
“convey”, four to “understand”, three to “transfer/transmit”, two to “describe”, 
two to “interpret”, one to “construct”, one to “create”, one to “exchange”, one 
to “define”, one to “learn”, and one final respondent said that language is used 
to “recognize”.  
 
f. Some respondents mentioned what language is used to convey.  Fourteen 
respondents each said that language conveys “ideas”, “thoughts”, and 
“meaning”.  Eleven said “feelings”, three said “information”, three said 
“identity”, and one said “messages”.  
 
g. The users of language were also given attention. Thirty-nine respondents 
said that “humans”/”people” use language, nine respondents said that not just 
humans use language but rather other sentient beings do too, and seven 
respondents said that a particular population/group uses language.   
 
h. Eleven respondents related language to “culture”, one related language to 





QUESTION 5:  WHAT MAKES LANGUAGES DIFFERENT FROM ONE 
ANOTHER?  (IF IT HELPS ,  THINK ABOUT A PARTICULAR FOREIGN 
LANGUAGE AND HOW IT DIFFERS FROM YOUR MOTHER TONGUE /FIRST 
LANGUAGE .)   
In the Ja-Ling study, the pupils tended to pay attention to pronunciation as a 
primary factor in what makes languages different.  Another factor was the 
correlation of languages with the groups that speak them, in other words that 
the difference between language A and language B is that language A is 
spoken by population A in country A and language B is spoken by population 
B in country B.  The role of writing and grammar were not often mentioned 
(Candelier 2004: 182). 
 In the Freiburg study, an element used by the pupils to determine the 
similarity of languages was geography.  They pointed out that certain 
languages are spoken in the same places and others are spoken far from 
each other.  They also commented on similarities and differences in 
vocabulary and the way the languages are written.  For example: 
 
“Zum Beispiel Frankreich oder Holland liegen ja an der Grenze von 
Deutschland und Albanien liegt halt nicht so an der Grenze von Deutschland\* 
deswegen kann man die so unterscheiden – so ein bisschen\” [“For example, 
France or Holland border Germany, and Albania doesn’t border Germany.  
That’s how you can differentiate them”] (Oomen-Welke, 2009) [my 
translation]. 
 
Based on the responses I obtained in my questionnaire, I was able to develop 
56 
 
six categories that reveal the way my respondents saw the differences 
between languages (in order of the number of responses given): phonetic, 
morphosyntactic, lexical, orthographical, sociolinguistic, and psycholinguistic.  
They are presented in Figure 26, on the next page:
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In the category of phonetics, the most-often mentioned difference between 
languages named was “sounds”.  “Pronunciation”, “tone”/“intonation”, 
“phonetics”, and references to the use of production organs were also popular 
responses.  Fewer respondents cited “rhythm”, “stress”, “accent”, “speaking”, 
and “pitch”.  
 “Intonation and pronunciation.  The range of sounds that may be 
available.” 
“Rhythm, sound, musculature used in making a particular sound (eg, 
nasal, clicks)” 
 “Languages sound different from each other based on their speed” 
“the sounds are arranged differently from each other!” 
“the sound is differen't the accents are different” 
 
Morphosyntax 
The most frequently mentioned morphosyntactic difference between 
languages was “grammar”, followed by “structure”, “syntax”, “order”, and 
“rules”.  Other morphosyntactic-related responses were: “morphemes”, 
“system”, “inflection”, “parts of speech”, “patterns”, “combination”, 
“organization”, “gender”, “time”, and “number”.  
“Their grammatical and logical structure.” 
“Different Grammatical Requirements” 
“different rules and exceptions” 
“placement of words in a sentence and rules for verb tenses” 
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“The ways in which it is organized” 
Lexis 
Regarding the lexical aspects that make one language different from another, 
respondents said that “vocabulary” is a factor, as well as “words”, 
“expressions”, “lexis”, and “slang”.   
“Some ways of being or expressions can't be translated” 
“Sounds, tones, word order, and meanings of words make languages 
different from one another.” 
“languages may have different ways to say similar things. Some 




As for the orthographical aspects that create differences between languages, 
respondents mentioned “the alphabet”, “writing”, “symbols”, 
“characters”/”letters”, “spelling”, “the direction of writing”, “mechanics”, 
“orthography”, and “signs”.  
“the sounds it has, the way you write them...” 
“Different lanuages may use different shapes and different thickness of 
strokes to form letters.” 
“Languages differ in their written form and whether they originate in 





The most common sociolinguistic aspects of language that the respondents 
attributed language differences to were “culture”, “history”, and “geography”.  
“Climate”, “environment”, “language family”, “power”, “religion”, “politics”, 
“taboos”, “formality”, and “register” were also mentioned. 
“[Languages] are heavily influenced by the unique cultures in which 
they are developed.” 
“In part, I think languages differ from one another based on the culture 
that speaks it. Cultural/communicative norms inform the way in 
which a language is spoken” 
“Languages are deeply connected to culture.” 
“cultural meanings, historical roots” 
“Historical development, through, e.g., migration patterns and the 
development of unique vocabulary.” 
 
Psycholinguistics 
Psycholinguistic aspects of difference between languages mentioned were: 
“meaning”, perception, “concepts”, “semantics”, “ideas”, “identity”, 
“representations”, “thoughts”, “attitudes”, “emotions”, “feelings”, and 
“optimism”. 
“I also believe languages are capable of shaping perception of the 
world” 
“the way you see the world.” 
“the perception of the reality.” 
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“they all have those little concepts that do not exists in the other 
language. We run into this all the time in my German class, 
when students try to translate 1:1 into English” 




QUESTION 6:   DO ANIMALS HAVE A LANGUAGE?  WHY/WHY NOT?  IF SO,  
HOW IS IT DIFFERENT FROM HUMAN LANGUAGE?     
There was a variety of answers to this question in the Ja-Ling study.  As the 
authors explained, “no one doubts that there is communication between 
animals.  The question is whether or not it is a language” (Candelier, 2004: 
183).  Some of the pupils' responses were: 
 
“Each species has its language, they communicate among themselves.”  
Here again is the concept that language equals communication, a theme that 
appeared numerous times in the responses to my questionnaire. 
 
“No, they only make noises.”   
Perhaps the pupil who said this meant that there is a fundamental difference 
between animals' noises and human words, another theme that appeared in 
my study. 
 
“Some animals talk but there are others that do not.”   
Here, language seems to be equated with oral speech, and this seemed to be 
a common conception amongst the Ja-Ling respondents.  In my study, 
however, there were many references to language as non-verbal 
communication amongst animals. 
 
“A Polish cat and a French cat can understand each other.”   
Here is a reference to the concept that animal communication does not vary 
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across different geographies, a theme that would appear in my study. 
(Above citations from Candelier, 2004: 183) 
 
The majority of my respondents (71.0%) answered this question with a clear 
“yes” while 11.5% gave an unequivocal “no”.  Still, 17.5% said they did not 
know, or believed that some animals might and some might not have a 
language.  Figure 27 displays respondents’ answers to this question: 
 




Out of eighty-three respondents who neither majored nor work in the field of 
languages, about three-quarters said “yes” and less than a tenth said “no” to 
whether or not animals have a language.  Out of 117 respondents who did 















study or do work in the field of languages, 69% said “yes” and 13.5% said 
“no”.  Figure 28 compares these two groups’ responses:  
 
Figure 26: "Do animals have a language?" by occupation/major 
 
 
  If we compare the responses based on respondents' self-reported 
experience with second languages, the difference is more pronounced.  Of 
the 26 respondents who reported no extended exposure to a second 
language, 81.0% said “yes” and 7.5% said “no”.  Of the 24 respondents who 
reported exposure to 5 or more second languages, 66.5% said “yes” while 
12.5% said “no”.  The respondents with exposure to 1-4 languages fall in 
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least and the most exposure to second languages: 
 




My first impression from this data comparison is that those who did not study 
or work in the field of languages, and those with no experience with second 
languages, seem to be slightly more likely to attribute the label “language” to 
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related professions and/or do have exposure to multiple languages. 
 Among the reasons given for the belief that animals do have language, 
the most common by far was that language is communication and animals 
communicate.  Rationales with far fewer occurrences were that animals 
express themselves, animals understand each other, animals communicate 
their feelings, humans can understand animal language, animal language 
varies across geographical regions, animals “talk”, animals “converse”, 
animals have hierarchy, which would be impossible without language, and 
animals express meaning.  
“animals do have a language because they need to communicate too.” 
“They have a distinct means of communication among and between 
them. That, to me, is language.” 
“Animals have a rudimentary use of language, in that they are 
communicating messages.” 
“Animals have a language, they communicate and express feelings.” 
“Yes.  They are able to express themselves to each other and make 
each other understand.  They can also communicate with the 
humans with whom they co-habitate.” 
“Yes, I think they do. Our pets had certain sounds for certain needs.” 
 
In general, the respondents that said that animals do not have a language did 
not state the reason(s) why they thought this way.  A few did however 
elaborate: animals produce “sounds” as opposed to “words”, animal 
communication is not complex, animal communication is not abstract, an 
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authority told the respondent that animals do not have language, animal 
communication is fixed and not changeable, the word ”language” by definition 
refers to human communication, animal communication is limited, animal 
communication is not conceptual, animal communication was not “invented” 
by animals, animal communication does not contain “rules”, animal 
communication does not contain “syntax”, and animal communication does 
not display “variation”.  
 
“no.  communicating through sounds is not a language.” 
“I think animals communicate but I wouldn't call it a language.  They 
use different movements and sounds to get their message 
across.” 
“they do not have the same ability to communicate complex, abstract 
ideas that humans do.” 
“It doesn't allow them to generate abstract thoughts, [as human 
language does].” 
“I don't think animals have a language, or at least, that's what my 
professor said and she made sure I repeated that like a parrot.” 
 






If a respondent answered that animals do have a language, s/he was asked to 
explain how animal language is different from human language.  The most 
common response was that animals communicate through sound production.  
By this, I believe the respondents meant that animals produce “sounds” 
instead of “words”, as obviously humans communicate by sound production 
as well.   The second most common way that animal language is different was 
that animals use their body to communicate.  Other responses were that 
humans cannot understand animal language, animal language is not as 
complex as human language, animals do not write their language down, and 
animal language has a smaller “vocabulary” than human language.  
Explanations given by single respondents were that animal language is less 
“abstract”, “arbitrary”, “conceptual”, “creative”, or “flexible” than human 
language, animal language does not vary across geographical regions, animal 
language does not have “grammar”, and animal language does not have the 
concept of time.  
“The only Problem in understanding Animal Language is that we still 
miss the Code to translate it. “ 
“we humans don't really (probably) fully understand how animals 
communicate with each other.” 
“The only difference is human may not understand an animal language 
as they may not understand a foreign language” 
“it is different from the human language because it is not written” 




“Yes, animals communicate though I believe they are in the present 
moment and not expressing ideas about the past and future.” 
“The differnce is that [my dog] doesn't talk to me in "my language", he 
uses a lot body  language.” 
“Yes.  It's perfectly well known that chimpanzees, for example, can 
employ sign language.” 
 
These responses are summarized in Figure 31, on the following page:
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Animal language is different from human 
language in that… 
 
 animals produce „sounds‟ [instead of „words‟] (38) 
 animals use their body to communicate (20) 
 humans cannot understand animal language (11)  
 animal language is not as complex as human language (5) 
 animals do not write their language down (3) 
 animal language has a smaller „vocabulary‟ than human 
language (2) 
 animal language is less „abstract‟ than human language (1) 
 animal language is less „arbitrary‟ than human language (1) 
 animal language is less „conceptual‟ than human language (1) 
 animal language is less „creative‟ than human language (1) 
 animal language is less „flexible‟ than human language (1) 
 animal language does not vary across geographical regions (1) 
 animal language does not have grammar (1) 
 animal language does not have the concept of time (1) 
Figure 28:  "How is animal language different from human language?” 
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QUESTION 7:  DO YOU THINK PEOPLE SHOULD BE ALLOWED TO USE 
THEIR FIRST LANGUAGE IN A SECOND /FOREIGN LANGUAGE CLASS?   
WHY/WHY NOT? 
This question was not in the original Ja-Ling study, but I added it to my 
questionnaire because I find it to be a fascinating topic that often seems to 
arouse a passionate response among ESOL teachers.  It seems to me that 
one must be open to the appearance of other languages in the classroom if 
LA is a goal of the class, as other languages provide contrast and allow one to 
see where the target language fits in, in the big picture of language.  I also 
expected that this question would reveal some insights as to respondents’ 
underlying notions about language. 
 In response to the question, 56.0% said “yes, people should be allowed 
to use their first language in a second/foreign language class”, while 22.0% 
said “no, they should not” and 21.0% said “maybe” or “I'm not sure”.  Figure 






Figure 29: "Do you think people should be allowed to use their first language in a 
second/foreign language class?" 
 
 
Of those 117 respondents who majored or work in the field of languages, 
61.5% said “yes” and 19.0% said “no”.  Of the 83 respondents who neither 
majored nor worked in the field of language, 48.0% said “yes” and 26.5% said 
“no”.  In other words, those who had more experience with languages in 
general said “yes” more, and “no” less, than those who did not.  This is 
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Figure 30: "Do you think people should be allowed to use their first language in a 
second/foreign language class?" by major/occupation 
 
 
Of the 26 respondents who reported no extended exposure to second 
languages, 46.0% said “yes” and 19.0% said “no”.  Of the 150 with exposure 
to 1-4 second languages, 57.5% said “yes” and 21.5% said no.  Of the 24 who 
had the most exposure to second languages (5 or more), 58.0% said “yes” 
and 29.0% said “no”.  Here we see an echo of the grouping based on 
study/work in the field of languages, namely that those with more experience 
with languages said “yes” more than those without.  However, we also see 
that those with more exposure to languages said “no” more than those with no 
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second language, only 65.5% gave a definitive answer (either “yes” or “no”), 
of the middle group (150 respondents), 78.5% did, and of the 24 in the highest 
group, 87.0% did.  Therefore it seems that those with more exposure to 
languages tended to have a more definitive opinion either way than those with 
less exposure.  This is summarized in Figure 34: 
 
Figure 31: "Do you think people should be allowed to use their first language in a 
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Rationales for answering “yes” 
The following responses represent some of the most common viewpoints from 
those respondents who said “Yes, people should be able to use their first 
language in a second/foreign language class”… 
 
 …to check for comprehension:  
“yes, in so far as they can't transmit or understand it in the second 
language. It's important to allow the student to make sure his 
understanding is correct” 
 
 …for efficiency:  
“Absolutely.  It saves time learning new concepts” 
 
 …for clarification:  
“yes. it helps clrify concepts used in the foreign language” 
 
 …to take advantage of transference / to support language awareness: 
 “Yes.  There is a great deal of transference from language to 
language.  The more developed the first language, the more 
easily the student can assimilate into the second language.” 
 
 …since it is futile to try to enforce a no-L1 policy: 
 “At first, yes. They will regardless of what their teachers do. (Their 
thinking process is carried on in their first language until the 
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second language becomes "automatic").” 
 
 …to encourage cooperation:  
“Yes.  So, that the different levels can assist one another, but not to the 
extreme....” 
 
 …to enhance the affective environment: 
“yes - it makes the learning process more comfortable.” 
 
 …to bridge the L1 and the L2:  
“Yes.  The teacher should make connections between the new 
language and the language students speak- the first language is 
the foundation for learning all other languages.” 
 
 ...to respect students’ identity:  
“I think people should always be allowed to use their first language - it 
is an important part of their identity.” 
 
 …to respect human rights:  
“YES, BECAUSE THE USE OF FIRST LANGUAGE IS A RIGHT FOR 
EVERY STUDENT.” 
 
 …to engage in contrastive analysis:  
“I believe they should because it allows us to compare the two 
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languages and fully understand what a word in a second 
language means in our own.” 
 
 
 …to help students develop learning skills:  
“Yes, both languages should be used in class. The advancement of the 
newer language can only advance if students are also allowed 
to increase the academic depth of their primary language.” 
 
 …because we’re not babies: 
 “yes b/c its not like we're babies and don't know another labguage so 
uising both will help” 
 
 …to explain grammar: 
 “They need it sometimes in order to be able to learn specific things like 
sentence structure, syntax, grammar, etc. The learner cannot 
always safely assume they know what something means.” 
 
Rationales for answering “no” 
In contrast, here are some viewpoints from those who said, “No, people 
should not be allowed to use their L1 in the L2 classroom”… 
 
 …to avoid bad habit formation: 
“No they shouldn't. Maybe some people think it's good to let them use it 
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at the beginning, but I don't think so because they are getting 
used to ask the teacher in their mother tongue and could be 
difficult to forbide it later.” 
 
 …to discourage students from translating: 
“No. They should not be tempted to translate. There should be a total 
immersion.” 
 
 …to provide motivation:  
“If a person can't rely on their comfortable, native language, they will 
need to learn the second language and have more motivation 
for it” 
 
 …to increase the amount of input in the L2:  
“Also, the more exposure to the new language, the better.” 
 
 …to avoid a loss of authority/role-reversal:  
“No.  Makes teacher into learner and strips teacher of authority.” 
 
 …to deter students from developing incorrect notions:  
“Reinforces student belief in one to one translation” 
 
 …to encourage students to think in the L2:  
“No, because if you are learning a second language, you must try to 
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think in that language and not in your mother tongue language” 
 
 …because using the L1 is tantamount to cheating:  
“I think that when you use your first language when trying to learn a 
second language it is a little like cheating.” 
 
 …because it may leave some students out:  
“I believe there should always been a common lanaguge in a 
classroom. Without it I believe it would impede learning. It would 
leave certian individuals out. That is not what eduation is about.” 
 









Although I knew from the outset that there would not be any definitive 
conclusions to emerge from the survey data, I had hoped to identify potential 
themes and patterns underlying the responses that might lead to more 
profound statements about the nature of people’s cognitions, attitudes, and 
perceptions about language in subsequent a priori research.  As I poured over 
the responses, coding, arranging, and rearranging them, I did indeed see a 
number of themes that popped up repeatedly and caught my eye for one 
reason or another.  I will describe those themes below, but before I do, I will 
turn to another, entirely unanticipated phenomenon that arose in a very 
different manner, but is no less fascinating than those that arose from the 
responses themselves.   
 
Respondents’ perception of the questionnaire 
I ran into an interesting difficulty during the pilot test; although my intention 
from the beginning was to examine responses neutrally, neither judging them 
in a positive nor negative light, my respondents interpreted the nature of the 
questionnaire quite differently.  Several respondents told me quite directly in 
feedback that they were sure I was “testing” them to judge their level of 
acumen.  I immediately inserted a caveat at the top of every page in the 
online questionnaire, stating that I was purely interested in respondents’ 
opinions and that there were no right or wrong answers.  However, I still 
continued to receive such feedback.  I think that this possibly reveals 
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something about certain respondents’ attitudes towards the nature of 
language, i.e. that there are always hard and fast answers to linguistic 
questions, which is certainly doubtful. 
I wondered whether this was an attitude that is perhaps more likely in 
adults than in children, and I was therefore curious whether it had surfaced in 
any of the European studies.  In personal communication to Dr. Ingelore 
Oomen-Welke, one of the central figures in those projects, I explained the 
responses I had received and asked if she had observed anything similar.  
She responded that she had not heard any responses along those lines and 
pointed out that, except in one case, the questionnaire was always 
administered orally in small groups and took the form of a discussion where 
participants shared their conceptions and ideas and responded to each other 
in an interactive manner.  Perhaps there is something in the nature of a 
written questionnaire, administered individually, that reminds people of a test, 
and inspires negative feelings?  On one hand, a discussion format might 
inspire participants to share their views more openly, but there might be 
downsides as well; perhaps participants might be discouraged to share their 
opinions because they don’t line up with the viewpoints of the majority? 
On the other hand, I also received quite a few comments from 
respondents saying that they found the questions quite interesting, and that 
they were looking forward to seeing the results.  Yet others commented that 
they had never thought about such things before, and that it was very difficult 
to do so.  I entertained the hypothesis that these varying reactions might be 
due to individuals’ diverse levels of comfort with ambiguity, and I think that 
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would be a worthwhile theme to pursue in future research, as language and 
language learning are fields inherently full of ambiguity. 
 
Concerns 
One concern that I have regarding the questionnaire and its results is that of 
applicability.  Starting out, I did not have a specific population in mind, 
knowing that I wanted to include a variety of people, both teachers and non-
teachers, and people of varying demographic backgrounds.  After conducting 
the study, I realized that, probably due to the way I had distributed the 
questionnaire, the sample was heavily composed of people with advanced 
university degrees.  I think that this may have played a role in the responses 
to the questionnaire in that people with advanced degrees constitute a 
particular discourse community and share a significant number of cultural 
references and constructs.  I would like to administer the questionnaire again, 
using people representing different educational backgrounds, as well as more 
people from outside North America and Europe, and see if there are any 
significant differences in the responses.  I would also like to administer the 
questionnaire in person, in an interview/discussion format, as was done in the 
original studies in Europe, and compare the responses to the online format. 
 
Notable themes in the responses 
In my original objectives for this study, I had intended to find some patterns in 
respondents’ answers that might allow me to make some preliminary 
statements that could form the basis of further research.  I did succeed in 
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finding a few such patterns, and the following are those that I found most 
interesting: 
 
 A majority of responses displayed an extremely strong equivalence 
between language and communication, which appeared across several 
questions.  Carried to its natural conclusion in the question about 
animals and language, this concept underlies the claim that animals 
have language simply because they have communication.  I wonder if 
those respondents who displayed this conception would consider all 
forms of communication to be language, or would instead concede that 
there may be forms of communication that do not fit under the label of 
language.  An interesting question to include in further research of this 
nature would be, “What is language not?” or “What does not count as 
language?”  Such a question might shed more light on where the 
boundaries of language lie. 
 
 Most of the languages mentioned by large numbers of respondents 
were European.  As most of the respondents came from North America 
and Europe, I can speculate that this is due to more familiarity with 
those languages (the top languages are those often taught in North 
American public schools for example).  Those non-European 
languages that were mentioned by many respondents have many 
speakers and are spoken in countries with large populations (Chinese, 
Hindi) or in multiple countries (Arabic).  On one hand their familiarity 
may be due to this prominence on the world stage and thus stem from 
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a general knowledge about the world, however all of the top-mentioned 
languages are also likely to be encountered in large multi-ethnic cities 
in North America, whereas one would be hard pressed to find, for 
example, a prominent Surabaya or Maori-speaking presence in those 
cities, so the familiarity may simply stem from real-life encounters with 
particular languages.  I happen to know that some of the respondents, 
for example those people who had lived in Madagascar and mentioned 
Malagasy dialects, focussed on languages that they themselves had 
contact with. 
 
 When respondents were asked to name dialects they knew of, the 
overwhelming majority mentioned dialects associated with a 
geographical entity or region, whether national or sub-national.  Very 
few were linguistic varieties associated with functional or social 
contexts, such as for example literary standards or teacher-talk.  Could 
this reveal a very close association, among people in general, between 
dialect and geography to the detriment of recognising linguistic 
varieties not associated with geographies as dialects?  I think that 
further research could probe more deeply into this issue.   
 
 In the responses about dialects, there were definite differences in 
responses based on which language and country was in question.  For 
example, although several respondents pointed out the difficulties in 
considering Mandarin and Cantonese to be dialects of the same 
language, they were cited as dialects by a number of respondents.  
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This is certainly due to the fact that “dialect” is a word that has been in 
standard usage for many years to describe these varieties.  In 
Germany, “dialect” is a well-accepted and standardised word to 
describe the various language varieties in that region.  There may be 
some issues of linguistic discrimination, but a majority of people speak 
or have close ties to a dialect and recognise their variety of the 
language as a dialect, and it is seen as a part of their cultural heritage.  
In the US on the other hand, the word dialect is much less heard in 
common usage, so there is certainly much less consensus on what a 
dialect is and what qualifies as a dialect than in Germany.  Looking at 
the dialects mentioned within the U.S. compared with those in the U.K., 
one can see that there is a very noticeable difference in the 
geographical territory covered by each.  The U.K. dialects mentioned 
by respondents tended to correlate with cities, while the U.S. ones 
covered much wider areas (Midwestern, Southern), that certainly 
contain countless language varieties.   
In yet another case, respondents who had experience in 
Spanish-speaking countries mentioned minority languages in those 
countries as dialects, due to the usage in vernacular Spanish of 
“dialect” to refer to those languages.  This issue raises questions of 
how much our concept of what constitutes a dialect is influenced by the 
society in which we live.  I would like to explore this topic in more 
depth, especially in populations where the word “dialect” is not in 
common usage – what terminology do those groups use to refer to 
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different language varieties? 
 
 As I read the responses to the questions about dialects, I got the 
impression that many respondents were referring to “other people’s 
dialects”.  I wonder how much association the term “dialect” has with 
“otherness” in peoples’ conceptions.  In further study I would include a 
question such as, “What dialect(s) do you speak?” 
 
 One of the most surprising patterns for me was the conception that 
dialects are in some way “derived” from a language.  This seems to 
reveal some interesting underlying thoughts about language.  One 
must ask in this case what the “language” is that the dialects 
descended from; I will speculate that the respondents were referring to 
the variety that is generally accepted as the “standard version” of the 
“language”.  In this case, the “language” might in reality just as likely, or 
even more likely, have been derived from the dialect instead of the 
other way around.  In a way this conception is the polar opposite of the 
adage quoted by several respondents, and generally attributed to the 
Yiddish linguist Max Weinreich, that “a language is a dialect with an 
army and a navy”.  From this viewpoint, it is in fact the language that is 
“derived” from the dialect which just happens to find itself in power. I 
see this question, in a way a sort of linguistic “chicken or egg”, as a 
fruitful area for further research.   
 
 There was a prevalence of tree and family allusions in relation to 
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languages, which leads me to speculate a possible connection to an 
arboreal archetype underlying people’s perception of language.  Family 
archetypes appeared in the responses as well, sometimes combined 
with the tree images.  I wonder if this connection between language, 
trees, and families surfaces across different cultures, and I would like 
to explore this connection in further research.  There is certainly a 
connection in Western culture between families and trees, and perhaps 
this does not exist in other cultures, for example those living in 
environments where trees are not as prevalent.  What images or 
archetypes would those cultures attach to language? 
 
 My attention was drawn to one respondent’s comment (“yes they have 
made ebonics another language, so I’ve heard”) that implied that 
dialects can suddenly be made into languages.  I found this idea 
fascinating, as if a person can go to sleep one day speaking a dialect, 
and wake up the next morning to find that he speaks a language!  I find 
that there is a certain element of acquiescence and powerlessness in 
this statement, in a way the polar opposite of the sentiment in the 
comment of another respondent (“Yes they are considered languages 
to those who speak it. This is because it may be their native tounge”), 
which seems to claim the power to name dialects and languages for 
those who actually speak them rather than for indifferent institutions or 
experts.  This issue seems to be a fruitful one for further exploration. 
 
 I found that the people who have more exposure to multiple languages 
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and those who have studied or worked in the field of languages were 
more likely to have an opinion on the issue of the use of first languages 
in second language classrooms than those who do not have this 
exposure or experience.  Could this be indicative of a tendency to have 
a stronger opinion about things with which we are familiar or have 
experience? Of course there are plenty of people who have strong 
opinions on issues about which they know little, so perhaps there is 
something else at play here. 
 
 I was struck by the variety of terms used to describe language.  There 
were some who tended to use official metalinguistic terminology, 
generally those with more of a background in linguistics.  On the other 
hand, others utilised words not normally seen in linguistic description, 
but nonetheless no less effective at communicating the respondents’ 
conceptions.  This is reflective of what James calls people’s “ad hoc 
metalanguage” (James, 1999: 100), in which people create their own 
terms to explain linguistic phenomena.  Are there any patterns that hold 
true about ad hoc metalanguage across all learning situations, or does 
it truly vary from individual to individual?  How much is the ad hoc 
metalanguage influenced by the culture in which the learner lives? 
 

























Figure 32:  Questions for further investigation 
-How does the modality of a questionnaire affect the responses 
received?   
-If it is given online or on paper to individual respondents, is it likely to 
create the perception that is a sort of test?   
-If it is given in a discussion format, will individuals feel differently about 
expressing their opinions? 
-Is language always the same thing as communication?  
-Can there be one without the other?  
-What is language not?  
-What does not count as language?  
-What are the outermost boundaries of what language is? 
-Are the languages that figure most prominently in our mental picture 
of the world those that we have personal experience or contact 
with, or instead those that play a major role on the world stage?   
-Are these two actually the same for those people living in the West?  
What about people from other areas of the world? 
-Does the word "dialect" predominantly conjure up associations with 
geographical entities in the minds of non-language-specialists? 
-Are geographically-tied language varieties more prominent in 
peoples' minds than ones that are not attached to a city, region, 
or country? 
-What cultural factors in the country or society in which we live 
contribute to our definition of a "dialect"?   
-How do populations without knowledge of official metalanguage refer 
to different language varieties, and are there any parallels 
between them and the populations in this study in the way they 
define dialect and language? 
-Does the question, "What dialect do you speak?" evoke a different sort 


























-What exactly is the relationship between dialects and languages?   
-Do people see dialects as "descended" or "derived" from languages, 
or rather vice-versa?   
-Are their viewpoints on this question correlated with any demographic 
or cultural characteristics? 
-Are trees, families, and languages associated metaphorically with 
each other in many cultures throughout the world, or is that a 
Western orientation?   
-What other images, archetypes, or metaphors do people throughout 
the world associate with languages? 
-Can dialects be made into languages and un-made?  
-Can this be done instantaneously or is it a long process?   
-Who has responsibility for making a dialect into a language, experts or 
those who speak it? 
-Do people who have experience working in the fields of education 
and language have stronger opinions about matters pertaining 
to those fields than people with less experience?   
-Do people who have experienced language education as learners 
have different opinions than those who have experienced it as 
educators?   
-What conceptions about language education do people with no 
language learning experience have, and do those 
conceptions change as they gain experience? 
-Are there any common elements in different people’s' ad hoc 
metalanguage, throughout the world?   
-How dependent is ad hoc metalanguage on culture? 
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Based on this partial list of reflections on the responses to this questionnaire, I 
feel tempted to say that this study has successfully met its objectives, in that 
patterns were certainly identified that might provide fruit for subsequent 
research, but it also has had the unanticipated effect of raising even more 
questions than I started out with. 
 
What I have learned from this experience 
Through the process of conducting this study, I also learned a great deal 
about the nature of qualitative research.  During my independent study on the 
Language Awareness movement preceding this project, I had performed a 
review of the literature on the movement and produced a paper exploring its 
history and current state, as well as ideas for how LA might be incorporated 
into an ESL/EFL context (Zelezny-Green, 2010).  During the months leading 
up to the completion of that paper, I experienced a process that I would revisit 
as I worked on the current study.   
As I read, I took note of the most important themes, facts, and ideas 
from the literature, as well as the quotes that I found especially articulate or 
succinct.  This phase of the research was accompanied by a feeling of 
exhilaration, the pleasure of discovering new information and listening to other 
people’s interpretations, beliefs, and theories.  Especially delightful was the 
feeling I would get after reading a theory put forth especially eloquently by the 
author.  I will call this phase the embarkation phase, because it is a feeling 
similar to the one I get upon setting out on a long journey, full of anticipation 
and eagerness to set my eyes upon new sights.   
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However, as I continued to read, the notes began to pile up around me, 
and eventually I had the feeling of being inundated by them – it was an 
information overload, and I would see all sorts of connections between them 
in an absolutely disorganised fashion.  This phase was accompanied by an 
uncomfortable feeling in the pit of my stomach as I thought, “What am I going 
to do with all of this information? How will I fit it together?”  I gave this phase 
the moniker the turbulence phase, because it was a feeling similar to a violent 
romp through the atmosphere on an airplane.   
Then came the arduous task of piecing together the information, slowly 
building it layer by layer into something cohesive and coherent.  This phase, 
the assembly phase, was accompanied by a sense of purpose, as I pieced 
the data together as one would an Erector set.  Finally came another time of 
elation, just as grand as the first, but of a different nature, as I suddenly 
realised that I was 90% done; the meat of the paper was there; all I need to 
do now was to smooth the icing on the cake and set the candles as it were, 
refining the phrasing in an attempt to emulate the eloquence and succinctness 
of the authors who had inspired me to begin with.  This was the phase of 
refinement, complemented by a sense of accomplishment at a job coming to 
closure. 
As I performed the research in the current project, I revisited each one 
of those four phases in turn, the elation of discovery as I read the responses 
and applied codes, the terrifying turbulence of a massive amount of data 
waiting to be sorted, the tenacious assembly of categories and themes and of 
the skeleton of a paper, and the refinement of the language leading to the 
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feeling of accomplishment upon beholding the final product.  I imagine that 
this is a familiar sequence of events for all engaged in research.   
The experience leaves me with a feeling of wonder at the nature of 
knowledge, the way it is born from the coming-together of other pieces of 
knowledge in which its seeds are contained, the way it sprouts as a tender 
bud glowing with so much promise, but so fragile if it is not written down 
immediately and nurtured, elaborated and sculpted with reason and example, 
and tested against data for potential incongruities, just to flourish into an awe-
inspiring blossom or to wilt as the inspiration wanes.  There is an element of 
profundity in this process, something breaching the realm of the spiritual, to 
think that one is only the most recent, and undoubtedly not the last, to engage 
in this endless pursuit of knowledge and connection, an ever-upward ascent 
towards something greater, as towards nirvana; to know at once that one is 
just a miniscule cog in the machinery of history, and to feel at the same time 
that one is playing a great role as nothing more than that cog.  This process 
has truly been a life-changing experience. 
 
Concluding words 
As I conclude this project, I feel satisfied that I am armed with an arsenal of 
new questions to use as I probe deeper into the subject of language and the 
way we see it.  May this study be the inception of many a foray into the realm 








Table 1: Respondents' country of residence 
Country No. % 
US United States 124 62.00% 
DE Germany 10 5.00% 
GB United Kingdom 10 5.00% 
ES Spain 8 4.00% 
CA Canada 6 3.00% 
FR France 6 3.00% 
MG Madagascar 4 2.00% 
CH Switzerland 3 1.50% 
BE Belgium 2 1.00% 
KR South Korea 2 1.00% 
MY Malaysia 2 1.00% 
SA Saudi Arabia 2 1.00% 
TR Turkey 2 1.00% 
AR Argentina 1 0.50% 
BR Brazil 1 0.50% 
CO Colombia 1 0.50% 
CZ Czech Republic 1 0.50% 
FI Finland 1 0.50% 
ID Indonesia 1 0.50% 
IE Ireland 1 0.50% 
IL Israel 1 0.50% 
IN India 1 0.50% 
JP Japan 1 0.50% 
MT Malta 1 0.50% 
MX Mexico 1 0.50% 
NL Netherlands 1 0.50% 
NZ New Zealand 1 0.50% 
PT Portugal 1 0.50% 
RU Russia 1 0.50% 
SE Sweden 1 0.50% 
SG Singapore 1 0.50% 
ZA South Africa 1 0.50% 
Total Result 200 100.00% 
 
 
Table 2: Respondents' country of origin 
Country No. % 
USUnited States 112 56.00% 
DE Germany 13 6.50% 
GBUnited Kingdom 12 6.00% 
CACanada 9 4.50% 
ES Spain 8 4.00% 
FR France 6 3.00% 
AR Argentina 3 1.50% 
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CO Colombia 3 1.50% 
MULTIPLE 3 1.50% 
BGBulgaria 2 1.00% 
CHSwitzerland 2 1.00% 
MXMexico 2 1.00% 
PE Peru 2 1.00% 
TR Turkey 2 1.00% 
UAUkraine 2 1.00% 
BA Bosnia and Herzegovina 1 0.50% 
BR Brazil 1 0.50% 
CZ Czech Republic 1 0.50% 
DKDenmark 1 0.50% 
EGEgypt 1 0.50% 
GR Greece 1 0.50% 
IL Israel 1 0.50% 
JMJamaica 1 0.50% 
KEKenya 1 0.50% 
LB Lebanon 1 0.50% 
MY Malaysia 1 0.50% 
NGNigeria 1 0.50% 
NLNetherlands 1 0.50% 
PR Puerto Rico 1 0.50% 
RORomania 1 0.50% 
SA Saudi Arabia 1 0.50% 
SGSingapore 1 0.50% 
UY Uruguay 1 0.50% 
ZA South Africa 1 0.50% 




Table 3: Respondents' gender 
Gender No. % 
Female 157 78.50% 
Male 43 21.50% 
Total Result 200 100.00% 
 
 
Table 4: Respondents' age 
Age No. % 
10-14 1 0.50% 
15-19 3 1.50% 
20-24 13 6.50% 
25-29 55 27.50% 
30-34 34 17.00% 
35-39 10 5.00% 
40-44 16 8.00% 
45-49 14 7.00% 
50-54 18 9.00% 
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55-59 10 5.00% 
60-64 10 5.00% 
65-69 9 4.50% 
70-74 6 3.00% 
80-84 1 0.50% 
Total Result 200 100.00% 
 
 
Table 5: Respondents' highest level of education 
Education level No. % 
Master degree 81 40.50% 
Bachelor degree 55 27.50% 
Some graduate school 34 17.00% 
Doctorate/Terminal professional degree 14 7.00% 
Some university 11 5.50% 
Some high school 4 2.00% 
N/R 1 0.50% 
Total Result 200 100.00% 
 
 
Table 6: Respondents' majors/specialisations 
Major/specialisation No. % 
Languages 81 40,50% 
Education 60 30,00% 
Foreign languages 39 19,50% 
English language and literature 20 10,00% 
Social sciences 19 9,50% 
TESOL 19 9,50% 
Business 18 9,00% 
Communication/journalism 13 6,50% 
Translating/interpreting 13 6,50% 
Applied linguistics 12 6,00% 
Psychology 12 6,00% 
Spanish 11 5,50% 
Fine arts 9 4,50% 
French 9 4,50% 
Multidisiplinary 10 5,00% 
Public administration/social services 8 4,00% 
Engineering 6 3,00% 
Biology 5 2,50% 
Area studies 4 2,00% 
German 4 2,00% 
History 4 2,00% 
Philosophy/religion 4 2,00% 
Computer science 3 1,50% 
Health professions 3 1,50% 
Law 3 1,50% 
Linguistics 3 1,50% 
Mathematics 3 1,50% 
99 
 
N/R 3 1,50% 
History 2 1,00% 
Parks and recreation 2 1,00% 
Physics 2 1,00% 
Theology 2 1,00% 
Architecture 1 0,50% 
Catalan 1 0,50% 
Communication technology 1 0,50% 
English as a second language 1 0,50% 
Italian 1 0,50% 
Library science 1 0,50% 
Other 1 0,50% 
Russian 1 0,50% 
Welsh 1 0,50% 
 
 
Table 7: Teachers vs. Non-teachers 
Response No. % 
No 97 48.5% 
Yes 103 51.5% 
Total Result 200 100.0% 
 
 
Table 8: Respondents’ occupation (non-teachers) 
Occupation No. % 
Student 16 8.0% 
Business 10 5.0% 
Administration 8 4.0% 
Health 6 3.0% 
Public administration/social services 6 3.0% 
Translating/interpreting 6 3.0% 
Education 6 3.0% 
Clerical 5 2.5% 
Fine arts 4 2.0% 
Engineering 4 2.0% 
Psychology 4 2.0% 
Computer science 4 2.0% 
Community development 3 1.5% 
Communication/journalism 2 1.0% 
Customer service 2 1.0% 
Science 2 1.0% 
Architecture 1 0.5% 
Communication technology 1 0.5% 
Domestic 1 0.5% 
Languages 1 0.5% 
Law 1 0.5% 
Library science 1 0.5% 
No response 1 0.5% 
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Tourism 1 0.5% 
Unemployed 1 0.5% 
Total Result 97 48.5% 
 
 
Table 9: Mother tongues 
Mother tongue No. % 
English 127 63,50% 
Spanish 15 7,50% 
German 13 6,50% 
French 9 4,50% 
Catalan 6 3,00% 
Arabic 3 1,50% 
Bulgarian 2 1,00% 
Greek 2 1,00% 
Turkish 2 1,00% 
Cambodian 1 0,50% 
Chinese 1 0,50% 
Czech 1 0,50% 
Danish 1 0,50% 
Dutch 1 0,50% 
Hebrew 1 0,50% 
Italian 1 0,50% 
Kannada 1 0,50% 














N/R 1 0,50% 
Portuguese 1 0,50% 
Romanian 1 0,50% 
Russian 1 0,50% 
Serbo-Croatian 1 0,50% 
Tamil 1 0,50% 
Tswana 1 0,50% 
Ukrainian 1 0,50% 
Total Result 200 100,00% 
 
 
Table 10: Number of second languages 
No. of second languages No. % 
0 26 13.0% 
1 44 22.0% 
2 54 27.0% 
3 33 16.5% 
4 19 9.5% 
5 24 12.0% 





Table 11: Respondents’ second languages 
 
Second language No. % 
Spanish 82 41.0% 
French 78 39.0% 
English 59 29.5% 
German 37 18.5% 
Italian 25 12.5% 
Malagasy 19 9.5% 
Russian 12 6.0% 
Arabic 12 6.0% 
Portuguese 11 5.5% 
Hebrew 9 4.5% 
Chinese 7 3.5% 
Japanese 7 3.5% 
Dutch 6 3.0% 
Latin 5 2.5% 
Czech 4 2.0% 
Swedish 4 2.0% 
Korean 4 2.0% 
Greek   3 1.5% 
Yiddish 3 1.5% 
Malay 3 1.5% 
Finnish 2 1.0% 
Swahili 2 1.0% 
Polish 2 1.0% 
Catalan 2 1.0% 
Afrikaans 2 1.0% 
Amharic 2 1.0% 
Welsh 2 1.0% 
Urdu 1 0.5% 
Sousou 1 0.5% 
Sepedi 1 0.5% 
Javanese 1 0.5% 
Tagalog 1 0.5% 
Kikuyu 1 0.5% 
Basque 1 0.5% 
Guarani 1 0.5% 
Somali 1 0.5% 
Zulu 1 0.5% 
Irish 1 0.5% 
Hausa 1 0.5% 
Turkish 1 0.5% 
Danish 1 0.5% 
Reunion Island 1 0.5% 
Creole 1 0.5% 
Sanskrit 1 0.5% 
Mauritian 1 0.5% 
Sign Language 1 0.5% 
Vietnamese 1 0.5% 
Soto 1 0.5% 
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Hindi 1 0.5% 
Esperanto 1 0.5% 
Icelandic 1 0.5% 
Creole(Haitian) 1 0.5% 
Pidgin 1 0.5% 
Thai 1 0.5% 
Indonesian 1 0.5% 
Ukrainian 1 0.5% 
Athabascan 1 0.5% 
Greek(Ancient) 1 0.5% 
Quechua 1 0.5% 
Nepali 1 0.5% 
Yoruba 1 0.5% 
Norwegian 1 0.5% 
Pashtun 1 0.5% 
Luo 1 0.5% 
 
 
Table 12: Question 1 -- Languages mentioned first 
English 95 47,50% 
French 25 12,50% 
Spanish 25 12,50% 
Language No. % 
German 12 6,00% 
Arabic 6 3,00% 
Catalan 6 3,00% 
Italian 4 2,00% 
Aramaic 2 1,00% 
Bulgarian 2 1,00% 
Chinese 2 1,00% 
Malagasy 2 1,00% 
Swahili 2 1,00% 
Czech 1 0,50% 
Danish 1 0,50% 
Dutch 1 0,50% 
Farsi 1 0,50% 
Greek 1 0,50% 
Icelandic 1 0,50% 
Irish 1 0,50% 
Latin 1 0,50% 
Portuguese 1 0,50% 
Quechua 1 0,50% 
Russian 1 0,50% 
Somali 1 0,50% 
Tagalog 1 0,50% 
Ukrainian 1 0,50% 
Urdu 1 0,50% 
Vietnamese 1 0,50% 
Welsh 1 0,50% 




Table 13: Question 1 – Languages mentioned 
Language No. % 
French 180 90,0% 
Spanish 172 86.0% 
English 153 76,5% 
German 138 69,0% 
Chinese 126 63.0% 
dqItalian 116 58,0% 
Russian 95 47,5% 
Portuguese 90 45,0% 
Japanese 90 45,0% 
Arabic 71 35,5% 
N/R 51 25,5% 
Swahili 43 21,5% 
Polish 35 17,5% 
Latin 32 16,0% 
Greek 32 16,0% 
Dutch 29 14,5% 
Hindi 29 14,5% 
Swedish 25 12,5% 
Farsi 23 11,5% 
Hebrew 22 11,0% 
Korean 20 10,0% 
Malagasy 17 8,5% 
Urdu 17 8,5% 
Vietnamese 16 8,0% 
Tagalog 15 7,5% 
Danish 13 6,5% 
Turkish 13 6,5% 
Norwegian 12 6,0% 
Ukrainian 11 5,5% 
Catalan 10 5,0% 
Creole 10 5,0% 
Creole(Haitian) 10 5,0% 
Czech 10 5,0% 
Finnish 10 5,0% 
Romanian 10 5,0% 
Afrikaans 9 4,5% 
Gaelic 9 4,5% 
Thai 9 4,5% 
Bulgarian 8 4,0% 
Welsh 7 3,5% 
Malay 6 3,0% 
Quechua 6 3,0% 
Serbo-Croatian 6 3,0% 
Yiddish 6 3,0% 
Icelandic 5 2,5% 
Punjabi 5 2,5% 
Sign Language 5 2,5% 
Somali 5 2,5% 
Amharic 4 2,0% 
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Bengali 4 2,0% 
Hausa 4 2,0% 
Indonesian 4 2,0% 
Navajo 4 2,0% 
Slovak 4 2,0% 
Tamil 4 2,0% 
Zulu 4 2,0% 
Albanian 3 1,5% 
Aymara 3 1,5% 
Basque 3 1,5% 
Cambodian 3 1,5% 
Flemish 3 1,5% 
Gujarati 3 1,5% 
Hmong 3 1,5% 
Hungarian 3 1,5% 
Irish 3 1,5% 
Karen 3 1,5% 
Laotian 3 1,5% 
Nahuatl 3 1,5% 
Number 3 1,5% 
Patois(Jamaican) 3 1,5% 
Sanskrit 3 1,5% 
Slovenian 3 1,5% 
Wolof 3 1,5% 
Aramaic 2 1,0% 
Bantu Languages 2 1,0% 
Burmese 2 1,0% 
Celtic 2 1,0% 
Esperanto 2 1,0% 
Guarani 2 1,0% 
Hopi 2 1,0% 
Lithuanian 2 1,0% 
Nepali 2 1,0% 
Pashtu 2 1,0% 
Xhosa 2 1,0% 
Armenian 1 0,5% 
Bambara 1 0,5% 
Brazilian 1 0,5% 
Breton 1 0,5% 
Calchikiel 1 0,5% 
Creole(Cape-Verdean) 1 0,5% 
Creole(Mauritian) 1 0,5% 
Croatian 1 0,5% 
Egyptian 1 0,5% 
Erde 1 0,5% 
Fijian 1 0,5% 
Filipino 1 0,5% 
Greenlandic 1 0,5% 
Ibo 1 0,5% 
Ilocano 1 0,5% 
Inuit 1 0,5% 
Javanese 1 0,5% 
105 
 
Kannada 1 0,5% 
Karundi 1 0,5% 
Khmer 1 0,5% 
Kikuyu 1 0,5% 
Latvian 1 0,5% 
Luhyia 1 0,5% 
Lun Bawang 1 0,5% 
Luo 1 0,5% 
Macedonian 1 0,5% 
Malinke 1 0,5% 
Maltese 1 0,5% 
Maori 1 0,5% 
Mayalam 1 0,5% 
Mayan 1 0,5% 
Mixteco 1 0,5% 
Mon 1 0,5% 
Moroccan 1 0,5% 
Ndebele 1 0,5% 
Nubian 1 0,5% 
Nushu 1 0,5% 
Occitan 1 0,5% 
Ojibwa 1 0,5% 
Oromo 1 0,5% 
Otomi 1 0,5% 
Papiamento 1 0,5% 
Pular 1 0,5% 
Quiche 1 0,5% 
Reunion-Island-Language 1 0,5% 
Rwanda 1 0,5% 
Samoan 1 0,5% 
Sepedi 1 0,5% 
Sesotho 1 0,5% 
Shona 1 0,5% 
Singhalese 1 0,5% 
Sumerian 1 0,5% 
Surabaya 1 0,5% 
Taiwanese 1 0,5% 
Tarasco 1 0,5% 
Telugu 1 0,5% 
Tigre 1 0,5% 
Tonga 1 0,5% 
Tswana 1 0,5% 
Twi 1 0,5% 
Uzbek 1 0,5% 
Yoruba 1 0,5% 
 
 
Table 14 – mentioned own mother tongue as first language thought of, given 
as percentage of total speakers of that mother tongue 
Mother tongue No. % 
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All 106 53.0% (of total respondents) 
English 71 60.0% (of total English speakers) 
French 7 78.0% 
German 7 54.0% 
Spanish 6 40.0% 
Greek 1 50.0% 
Catalan 6 100.0% 
Arabic 3 100.0% 
Bulgarian 2 100.0% 
Czech 1 100.0% 
Danish 1 100.0% 
Dutch 1 100.0% 
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